HOWHERE BETTER THAN THIS PLACE

Questions of the movement, glonalisation and confrantation of
cultures pervade both the preojects and the biogeaphy of Michacl
Blum, who goes in for a variety af resldences angd gpheres of activ-
ity. Higs projects attempt, with apparent naivete, to confront the
individual dimensian wWith our sacra-sconomic and spcio-political
systems. In the vided My sneakeérs, in which the artist enbarks on
4 search in Indonesia to find ehere hes paue af sneakers came from,
by treating them as a vernacular cbhject, and in his installatian
400 jaae zonder grat, dan heb je laag garwegan (400 years without &
grave, that’'s a loag time to keep quiet), in which he gives a grave,
a voice and bitter feelings to a forgotten eéxplorer, Michael Blum
sots off subjective experionce agoinst Lhe loglic af cconomics ar
history. IT the aim seems to be the search for an adeqguate ppsition-
inpg of the individeal in this wide world, 1T remains coRsclously
subardinated to 1ts scheduled failuré: its main effect seamingly
tiny, the awakening of a form of personal derision, The individual
dimension is thus sesn to be filled anew with meaning, through the
fresh amportance which this gesture confers on it.

This practice being largely fuelled hy the cantext, residence
sgems t0 be a particularly useful way of going about it, While his
earlier work had rather led him to invest urban areas — places like
Amsterdam, Gape Town, Mexico City or Vienna — the invitation he
recelved to work in residence in the Moselle region invelved a dif-
ferent reality, away from the big cities, in country less bound by
international concerns, and where life is still firmly grounded in
the continuity of past representations and a set of traditions.

This local base, for Michael Blum, quickly took shape within a
key space oFf the secial fabric, in the shape of a “residence™ in the
pages of the regianal daily, and one with a monopoly im these parts.
This opportunity afforded him by the local newspaper thus allowed 3
presence at the heart of a core eleément af the social life of this
community, and the artist's physical presence bBecame sonewhat sec-
ohdary. The principle behind Michael Blum's proposal was straight-
forward enough: twenty-six issues of the newspaper to include
twenty-six short editorial contributions, preferably amd Tor cdito-
rial convenience, mostly published at the end of the “news in brief”
section’, in the celumn of the “abroad” pages, and now and again on
the "sparis" ar "magazine” page. For each day there would be a cor-
responding letter, in alphabetical order, and this letver would be
the initial of a country. & news ¢lip would be taken from the web
edition of some local newspaper Trom the country in question, and
then it woeuld be translated and the wording slightly adjusted For
editorial purposes. This principle was adopted after some discus-
sion with the journalist who was gur gontact person respansible for
Yiaising with the editors. Some wodifications had to be made, nota-



bly the choice of featuring the Ltem :n the “news in brief” corner
et the “abroad” séction rather Than the desired sprasd throughout
the pages of a daily newspapsr, the whole architecture of which is
gictated by the logic of geographical proximity, starting wiih the
local pages and coving on to *departmental news™ then tho “region,™
“France,” and finally “abroad.”

The short news items actually pubiished were often inippets having
little to do with political issues, small stories one would expect
ta find in the columns of the local or natignal pages af poageaphi-
cally distant dailies, here Lronsposed Lo the intersational pages of
another newspapér, This was cbviously a very discréte projsct being
drowned in the mass of information and deliberately included in
this mass with no special way of warking it out as oLfferant far the
reader; assessing how it is gaing to be recedived can be gone only
nypothetically, apart from the odd comment Trom the public of the
art centre, oho were in on the project. and the actual journalists
directly Lnvolved in the initiative. The wviewpoint of the editorial
team is the subject of a written contribution published at the end
af thizs wolume.

So twenty-six issues of the newspaper carried, one atler the
other, stories on the fagce of it of no importance to this second
area of dissenination, suddenly invested with this extra outreach
and inadequate sTatus the suddenly “international” character of
ghort news items reporting on individual cases clearly went against
the rules followed by the paper's editerisl staff, whe naturally
noted the inconsistenay of it all,

What place do the mass media wsually reserve Tor this sort of
thinn? We need to pavse for a moment over these mechantsms af Che
meaningful and the seaningless as they relate to this preécise frame-
work of the regional dally press. A chip-pan fire in Trinity-and-
Tobago usually has no place in the international coelumns of a French
local newspaper, while, two lines above, the blessing of Prince
Charles™s remarriage by the Anglican church would seem more legitis
mate. Of course, we all know who Prince Charles is, but, above
and beyond the questian of the very existence of this tiny country
[never mind where it is!), the Trinity-and-Tobagoe s$tory raises one
important guestion, namely our general igrorance of one section af
the world, which has fallen by the wayside of mainstream History.

This pasically is what makes the small news Llem impartant.
Bourdiey sees 1ts presence 85 having “rhe effect of depeliticis-
irng, of its reducing the lite of the world to anecdote and gossip,”*
Mevertheless, as Gerard Spitdri reminds us, Lt is “news Tor demo-
gratic countries, It 15 Danned by totalitarian states, wherd 1t doss
not exist; there is no plece Tor anything relating to the privats
troividuad "t The small news item has its preoper place in a Fraench
regional newspaper, but in its allotted section, the Lngongruity
Lying therefore rather in the — questiomable and questioned - logic
of singularlty or sensationalism that governs editorial choices.



In his chapter on the press®, Marshall MoLuban considers this
guestion of the ordinmary. Mcluhan freguently refers to the metaghar
of the mosaic to describe the structure of a lacal newspapsr, as a
juxtapositian of articles reflecting the collective image of & soci-
ety at work, and used ©0 display the discontinuity, diversity and
inconsegquence of everyday life. Thus the reader, through a precess
of association, can bulld wp & picture af this saciety for himself.
¥hen Michasl Blum makes room for information viewed as incongru-
ous owing to distance and with no obwious direct effect, alongside
ether news held to be legitimate for being about some world- fanaus
persanality or economic nechanism, he {s restoring a place in the
reader’s imagination for Tacts or areas held to be of secondary
importance, He calls into question not just the actual architecture
of the medium he is wsing, but also an interpretaticn inherited
from & world order of pessibly guestionable validity, This is dhat
we find with the "aobroad” section, thus namgd as the first sign of a
standpoint firmly anchored Ln 2 geographical, physical logic, one
brought increasingly into guestion as the newspaper reaches Turther
afield. A national paper would prefer to use 3 heading like *world,”
“planegt” or “international” for this type of news, even if this
invalves a degrese of coanfusion. Can a eddel that tends to wiew the
world in terms of geographical proximity really be $till regarded as
walid, at & time when moving around is gradually becoming swch more
impartant than location, and information is - at omce a driving force
behind globalisation and a product of it?

If the reader is surprised at this juxtaposition — and if tha
papar's editors have pointed out that these short news iteas were
out of place here, or of na interest — this is precisely becavse the
association created by the play of these juxtapositions produces the
image of a different kKand of proximity. Michael Blum intervenes in
this mesaic of the regional newspaper as if to update it, and appos-
ing ta this selection which is the hardcopy version of the newspa-
per the fiood of information pouring in meantime, obvicusly wia the
Internet.

These almost totally insignificant short news iftems, token at
random, dppear then like sa many tiny fault linpes in the structure
of the world picture thal a community has Torged over a peried of
years, helped in this by a caily press that continues to operate
an the basis of a linear logic of representating social and politi-
cal space - an operation that 1s certainly necessary to maintain the
social bond within a geographical community, but which is hard put
to it in light of 4 radically transformed media situation.

By its discretion, this artistic contributlon ta the space of the
newspaper is In a way the egquivalent of a quotation quickly scrawled
on a wall in town. It has the status of the individual word, to be
qrasped rather than memorised. These trivial snippets thus Tollowsd
one another in the context of a tine dimension dominated by the
ephemeral and andividualisation, They discrestly remind us of the
fresh leportance we place on the individual following the bankruptoy



af the great Utopias; they also reming us of now complicated it is
to take an individual stance on questions of territory, physical
geography and sczles aof values,

This discreticn refers directly to the pitfplls of art when it
adidresses soclopolitical guestions; the intervention wauld Dave
had more af an impaet iT i1 had had some plastic materiality, or
some gcho in an exhibition space, for dinstance by a daily prescnla-
tion of the articles in guestion, thus aised at & tiny readership
already aware of the issues involved, The choice af sccupying news-
paper space and nothing else, playing to the rules but not tha logic
ehind them, is a riskier position, but one that seems more in koep-
ing with the aims being pursued. Michael Blum takes his place in the
public arena without laying claim to any other disension than the
derisory, transparent and guestionable dimension of Lhe individual.
This is also the often dgerisory scale of The aArtistic gesture with
a political slant, and 3t would be paintless to try and assess it
in teérms of success or Tailure. We should however hail this oppor-
tunity to ses this proiect through, as il reguirad the newspaper
staff to make on the face of it such inconsistent editorial choices.
fne jouraalists’ attempt {0 reéwrite, corrsct and cut These stories
served no real purpose far ultimately it did not really matter how
Lang or shart or unusual the articles were. La deraiére bréve is a
project that sesks To address, not questions of identaty but rather
questions of the tenstons between the individual and our increas-
ingly normative and global commumity. Tt is then about the not so
straightforwarg matter of finding ane's place in the warld, in gne
of its public spaces, the place of politics and the life of the com-
munity; there to take stock of a person’s imsignificance a@gainst the
yardstick af hisrarchical lopic and universalist categori=s; and To
introduce a degree of disorder, to try and lind a nes sy of getting
invglved.
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